Parental participation in case conferences: the case against Francis Sheehy Skeffington I believe that the mandatory invitation of parents to all child protection case conferences would work against the protection of children. This does not mean that I think parents should be excluded from all case conferences. It may even be right that they be invited to most of them. However, neither the Children Act 1989 nor the guidance document Working Togetherl requires the mandatory invitation of parents to all case conferences, and there is provision for proper exclusion criteria to be developed. Exclusion should be for the right reasons, and paediatricians have a part to play in defining what these are.
Wrong reasons for excluding parents from case conferences would be that we would be too embarrassed to speak freely, that we would not like to be seen to be criticising parents, or that we would find it impossible to work with the family in the future. These are problems that we have learned to overcome in other areas of clinical practice, and can overcome in the field of child protection.
Paediatricians have a training and an instinct to work with the parents of patients, and to be open and honest with them at all times. We have developed, and teach our junior staff, the skills required to discuss what may be bad news in front of parents, and to include them in the discussion, as full and equal partners. Child abuse can be seen as just another difficult clinical problem which paediatricians have the skills to discuss with parents.
However, in child protection work, there are situations that are quite different from that of the difficult discussion of worries that are shared between parents and doctor, and these are what cause me concern.
My personal concern arose from information that certain area child protection committees (ACPCs) were proposing the mandatory invitation of parents to attend throughout all review case conferences, and possibly, later, to all case conferences, and that this was threatening to lead to the withdrawal of paediatric participation from child protection work (ANP Speight, personal communication).
Parental attendance at all case conferences would include those cases where abuse arose from deliberate acts committed by parents against their children, and in particular, where there has been denial that such acts were committed, or that the parents could have been involved. This situation is particularly likely to occur in cases of sexual abuse.
The case conference exists to share information, to take decisions about whether the child's name should be put on the child protection register, and to make recommendations about a child protection plan, if necessary. Its function is not to pass official judgment on whether abuse has occurred, still less to convict anyone of it (Working Together,' para 6 1 Much has been made, quite rightly, of the emphasis in the Children Act on partnership with parents, where possible. However, let us not forget that the primary purpose of the Children Act is to ensure that the welfare of children is regarded as paramount. The guidance document Working Together refers specifically to parental attendance at case conferences, and nowhere suggests that invitations to attend be a mandatory requirement.' The wording states 'It is important that ACPCs should formally agree the principle of including parents and children in all conferences' (para 6 14, my emphasis), but also that they should define those criteria which will lead to exclusion of parents. This does not mean 'mandatory inclusion'.
The ACPC of which I am a member is developing (late, because of a prolonged spell of industrial action) policies along these lines. Proper respect is to be paid to parents, and they are to be prepared and counselled in what to expect in the child protection process, including attendance at case conferences. Criteria for exclusion of parents from case conferences are laid down, including where, in the opinion of the chair, their attendance would preclude a full and proper consideration of the interests of the child, whose welfare is duly recognised as paramount (Barmsley ACPC: internal working documents).
Paediatricians sitting on ACPCs, or invited to submit advice to them on policy matters, should be encouraged to insist that the mandatory invitation of parents to all case conferences is neither desirable, nor recommended by inquiry reports, nor required by legislation or subsequent guidance documents. While the inclusion of parents in most case conferences may well be desirable, it should be done sensitively and constructively, and paediatricians can contribute to the development of such policies. Exclusion criteria should be defined so that they apply when parental attendance is likely to hinder the protection of the child. Attempts to 'steamroller' through mandatory invitation of parents to all case conferences 'because the Children Act says so', should be vigorously resisted.
